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The archaeological data that might be related to Mesolithic settlement in interior Iberia are discussed. 
The ethnographical evidence on empty interior areas close to coastal hunter-gatherer settlements is also 
considered. It is concluded that there is a reasonable probability of a regular Mesolithic settlement in the 















supposed  unpopulated  status  of  the  interior  areas  of  the 
Peninsula during the first half of the Holocene has been 
one  of  the  main  bases  for  the  invasionist  explanations 
of  the  neolithisation  of  interior  Iberia  (Estremera  2003; 
Kunst and Rojo 1999). Yet some authors have considered 
the possibility of the existence of a Mesolithic settlement 
playing a  relevant  role  in  the  introduction of agriculture 
into the Iberian interior (Delibes and Fernández Manzano 
2000; Rubio and Blasco 1988–9; Rubio 2002). The aim 
of  this  paper  is  to  discuss  the  archaeological  data  that 
might  be  related  to  Mesolithic  settlement  in  interior 




geographical  question: What  do we mean  by  ‘interior’? 
Though  this  might  seem  an  easy  question,  it  is  in  no 
way irrelevant. We would all agree that Madrid is in the 
interior part of  the  Iberian Peninsula, and  that Lisbon  is 

















for  some  sites  in  the  northern Meseta  that  are  included 
among the interior sites, because they are now located in 





The  criteria  used  in  this  paper  has  been  to  consider 
as  interior  sites  those  that  are  located  in  places  which 
require more  than  twelve  hours  of walking  to  reach  the 
coast  (around  50km),  that  is  settlements  from  which  it 
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Figure 46.1. Map of interior sites where indices of Holocene hunter-gatherer activity are available. The line indicates 50km 




So far, the archaeological evidence for the first half of 
the  Holocene  is  very  scarce.  This  has  frequently  been 
interpreted  as  evidence  of  the  lack  of  human  activity. 
However that is a dangerous inference in relation to this 
case.  It  is  appropriate  to  remember  that,  from  a  logical 
point  of  view,  the  absence  of  evidence  is  not  evidence 
of  absence.  Furthermore,  in  this  case,  the  characteristic 
argument of researchers who defend the ‘deserted’ Meseta 
model, i.e. the negative results of exploration, is for many 
areas  relatively weak.  In most  regions  of  interior  Iberia 
there has never been a specific program of archaeological 




Ebro valley,  in  the  southern part  of  the Basque country, 




rence of sites, or of finding them during general projects 









were no shell middens  in  that  region. Equally, we could 
wonder what view we would have on the Upper Palaeolithic 
of the interior if we lacked some evident fossil directeurs, 
such  as  the Solutrean points,  or  if we did not  know  the 
open-air  rock  art.  In  fact,  the  history  of  the  research  in 
interior Iberia shows us the risks of the abuse of this kind of 
criteria. A little over fifteen years ago, the same arguments 







the area. Some of them may be defined as direct evidence 








the  excavation  of  two  Mesolithic  cave  sites:  La  Uña, 
corresponding  to  the  Early Mesolithic  (Azilian),  and  El 
Espertín, dated to the first half of the seventh millennium 




















Corchón, who identified a sequence of six layers, three of 
them with archaeological remains. The earliest one (layer 





and  splintered  pieces,  including  two  triangles  (2.89%). 
Faunal  remains  are  predominantly  rabbit  (Leporidae), 
but some remains of red deer (Cervus elaphus) and horse 
(Equus) were also found. Palynological evidence seems to 












Mendandia, Atxoste,  La  Peña  de Marañón,  Kanpanoste 
Goikoa, and Kanpanoste (Alday 2002; 2005). 
The  Alava  concentration  is  distributed  along  the 
southern slopes of the Pyrenees. There, we must highlight 
some very important sequences that cover all (or at least 
most of) the first half of the Holocene: the cave site of 
Zatoya in Navarre (Barandiarán and Cava 1989a), the rock-
shelters of Las Forcas  I  and  II  (Utrilla  and Mazo 1997) 
and Peña 14 (Montes 2005) in Aragon, Balma Margineda 
in Andorra  (Guilaine and Martzluff 1995), and El Parco 



















low,  of  Mesolithic  groups. As  a  matter  of  fact,  sixteen 





important nucleus of Mesolithic  settlement which  is  just 
within  the  limits  of  distance  that we have proposed:  the 
low Aragon rock-shelters,  in the provinces of Teruel and 
Zaragoza,  including  the  sites  of  Botiquería  dels Moros 
(Barandiarán  1978),  Costalena  (Barandiarán  and  Cava 
1989b), El Pontet (Mazo and Montes 1992) and Els Secans 
(Rodanés et al. 1996). Although some of them seem to have 





























archaeological  sites  that  can  be  ascribed  to  Holocene 
hunter-gatherers  without  any  doubt:  El  Conejar  and 
Canaleja II. El Conejar, near Cáceres, is a poorly preserved 
site where, apart from evidence of a Neolithic settlement 
(Cerrillo  1999),  a  breccia  with  some Mesolithic  lithics 
(choppers,  chopping-tools,  bipolar  quartzite  cores)  has 
been dated  to  the  last  third of  the eighth millennium cal 
BC  (Beta-154490:  8220±40 BP; Beta-154491:  8220±40 
BP; 7350–7080  cal BC)  (Carbonell  2003). An engraved 




sites  in small  rock-shelters, most of  them corresponding 
to the Neolithic or later periods. However, at least one of 
them, Canaleja II, can be ascribed to the Mesolithic. In this 
site, a short-term occupation characterized by a fireplace 
and some lithic artefacts (geometric microliths, flint cores) 
have been identified. A radiocarbon date obtained from 





There  is  also  some  indirect  evidence  provided  by 
radiocarbon  determinations  that  might  be  related  to 





pottery  (Rojo et al.  2003). As  it  seems unlikely  that  the 
charcoal is coeval to the Neolithic structures (well dated 




activity, disturbed by the first farmers.
In fact, the existence of hunter-gatherers in the Meseta 
would  help  to  explain  some  peculiarities  of  the  first 
















chronologies,  suggesting  the  possibility  of  previous, 
Mesolithic, settlement in those areas. That is the case with 
the sites of Anta da Cabeçuda (Oliveira 1997), in Portugal, 
and  Fuentepecina  II,Valdemuriel  2  and  Rebolledo  2  in 
Castile (Delibes and Rojo 1997).
Not far from the limits of the Meseta, in the upper Júcar 
valley,  is  the  debated  site  of  Verdelpino,  near  Cuenca, 
where  the  existence  of  a  very  old,  pre-cardial Neolithic 
was  proposed  as  the  result  of  the  presence  of  nineteen 
pottery sherds in a layer dated to the last third of the eighth 
millennium cal BC, or the first half of the seventh (CSIC-
153B:  7950±150  BP;  7300–6480  cal  BC)  (Fernández-
Miranda and Moure 1975; Moure and Fernández-Miranda 
1977). Many  scholars  have  been  rather  sceptical  on  the 
reliability of the data from this site, and it has been proposed 












and  it  would  have  resulted  in  the  presence  of  domestic 
faunas in layer IV, which has not been reported. 
In  south-eastern  Spain,  it  is  likely  that  Mesolithic 
layers exist  in El Molino de El Vadico, a site for which, 
unfortunately,  only  preliminary  reports  are  available 
(Córdoba and Vega 1988; Vega 1993). Yet, it seems clear 
that it was occupied by Mesolithic hunter-gatherers, since 
four Holocene layers, superposed above a probably final 
Palaeolithic  layer,  have  provided  industrial  remains. 
Another  interior  site  with  geometric,  probably  Late 
Mesolithic, lithics is the cave of El Lagrimal, in Alicante 
(Soler 1992).  In eastern Andalusia  there are a couple of 
sites  that  have  provided  evidence  for  the  presence  of 
Holocene  hunter-gatherers:  the  above-mentioned  site  of 
Cueva del Nacimiento,  dated  to  the  seventh millennium 
cal BC (Asquerino and López 1981) and Valdecuevas (with 
Geometric Mesolithic) (Sarrión 1980).
We may  cite  another Andalusian  cave  site  that  poses 
problems similar to those discussed for Verdelpino: Cueva 
Chica de Santiago,  a  site  attributed  to a very early, pre-
cardial  Neolithic  (Acosta  1986)  on  very  dubious  bases. 
However,  as  in  Verdelpino,  there  are  two  radiocarbon 
dates corresponding to  the eighth  to seventh millennium 


















Finally,  in  NW  Iberia,  there  is  some  problematic 
evidence  in  the Portuguese  province  of Tras-os-Montes, 
such  as  the  open-air  settlement  at  Prazo  (Monteiro-
Rodrigues  2000),  with  quartz  tools  associated  with 
problematic sixth millennium cal BC dates (see Zilhão’s 
comments  in Carvalho  2003).  Radiocarbon  dates  of  the 
seventh  millennium  cal  BC  have  been  obtained  for  the 
bottom of  layer 3 of Fraga d’Aia (Jorge 1991), but  their 
significance is not yet sufficiently clear.
In  the  Spanish  region  of  Galicia,  the  occupation  of 
interior mountain areas during the Meolithic is attested in 
sites such as Pena do Pé (Criado 1991). This could also 







that  there  is  reasonable  evidence  for  the  presence  of 
Holocene hunter-gatherers in Iberian locations that are so 
far from the coast that regular visits to the seaside can be 
discarded  (more  than a 12-hour walk).  It  is  true  that  for 
the  central  area  (especially  the Meseta)  evidence  is  still 
very  scarce  and  generally  dubious.  However  we  must 
emphasize that it is also the region where research efforts 
have been the lowest.
From a diachronic point of view,  there  is an  increase 
in the number of Late Mesolithic sites. It is not possible 
with the current state of research even to attempt to justify 





Ethnographical  and  ethnohistorical  evidence  might  be  a 











strip  (Tindale  1974).  Nevertheless,  we  believe  that  this 
is not a good  reference  for  the  Iberian case. Tasmania  is 








For us, it is difficult to imagine why the Iberian case should 
have been substantially different. 
Conclusions
The  information  presented  in  this  paper  shows  that  the 
presence of post-Palaeolithic hunter-gatherers  in  interior 
areas of the Iberian Peninsula can be confirmed. Whether 
we  are  dealing  with  permanent  settlements,  or  just  an 
occasional  frequentation  from  the  much  more  densely 
populated coastal regions, is difficult to elucidate for 













quality of  the  archaeological  information  for many  sites 
has prevented further conclusions thus far.
Certainly, the case of central Meseta is still debatable, 
since  the  archaeological  evidence  is  too  scarce,  and  in 
many  cases  very  doubtful.  More  research  is  required 
before  claiming  that  this  region  was  a  desert  during  a 
large part of the Holocene, or whether we are just dealing 
with a problem of low archaeological visibility, or lack of 
an adequate survey. However, we find it very difficult to 
accept  the existence,  in middle  latitudes, of empty areas 
in the Holocene. Even in regions apparently less suitable 
for  hunter-gatherers  than  the  centre  of  Spain  (e.g.  in 
central  Europe)  there  are  signs  of  the  presence  of  these 











significance of that elusive Mesolithic settlement that has 
provided so little direct information so far.
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